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gone. “If we can give them enough 
space and the right conditions, we 
could see these species rise once 
again to the kind of numbers that 
will give them a chance to cope with 
change and adversity,” says Geoff 
Findlay, environment councillor for the 
district.
In the last 200 years, the area has 
been dramatically changed by the 
canal, the railway, farming practices, 
military use and mineral extraction. 
It also has a wealth of history, as 
does much of Britain, from social 
and military interest to ancient 
archaeology and geology. And the 
council is keen to encourage people 
to the site and expand it. The council 
hopes over the next 30 years to 
extend this ‘living landscape’ by at 
least 400 hectares.
“Landscape-scale conservation is 
bigger and broader than traditional 
conservation management of small, 
fragmented pockets of wildlife sites,” 
says Philippa Lyons, chief executive 
of the local wildlife trust.
“People have shaped the landscape 
in the past, and are now an important 
part in securing the future of wildlife in 
the area.”
conservation project for the benefit 
of both wildlife and local people. 
Awareness is growing that, in order 
to best protect wildlife in heavily 
populated areas, the creation of links 
between nature reserves offers the 
greatest chance of helping species 
thrive. Such projects will form the 
basis of new plans elsewhere to 
better protect wildlife in challenging 
environments.
The West Berkshire Living 
Landscape has been conceived by 
the local wildlife trust. The plan is to 
expand the range of natural species 
in the area to increase the numbers 
within individual species. The aim 
is to give species the best possible 
chance to adapt to and survive the 
pressures of human development 
and the uncertainties of climate 
change.
The heathland at Greenham is on 
top of a flat gravel plateau running 
from west to east. It is surrounded by 
wooded escarpments, with alder-lined 
gullies, running down to wetland river 
valleys. But species numbers have 
dwindled.
A number of species once common 
in the area are now threatened or 
Thriving: Closure of the Greenham Common base has let to an innovative conservation 
project that has proved home to rare species such as the Dartford warbler. (Picture: Mike 
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study at Brandeis University under 
the guidance of Kalpana White, he 
identified and analyzed the function 
of the Drosophila homolog of human 
amyloid precursor protein associated 
with Alzheimer disease. He then moved 
to the University of California, San 
Francisco for his postdoctoral training 
with Yuh-Nung Jan and Lily Jan, 
where he initiated the study of Rho 
GTPases in neuronal morphogenesis 
in flies and mice. He started his own 
lab at Stanford towards the end of 
1996. Together with his postdoctoral 
fellows and graduate students, he has 
developed mosaic marking systems 
in flies and mice, and used these 
genetic tools to study how signals are 
transduced from cell surface receptors 
to the cytoskeleton at neuronal growth 
cones, how neuronal processes are 
pruned, and how neural circuits are 
organized in the adult and assembled 
during development. 
What turned you on to science 
in the first place? It was quite 
accidental. I grew up during the Cultural 
Revolution in China, when there was 
essentially no scientific research to 
speak of. My childhood dream was to 
become a bus driver, and in preparation 
for this I studied the Shanghai map 
and learned to recite all the 90+ bus 
routes. The Cultural Revolution was 
over when I was 10, and there was an 
urgent desire in China to compensate 
for the lost years and to foster a ‘Spring 
of Science’. Like many kids of a similar 
age in those days, I was inspired 
by a beautiful story in the national 
newspaper about a mathematician 
who, ignoring all environmental noises, 
kept working on mathematics, and 
took a major step towards solving the 
Goldbach Conjecture. I started with a 
fascination with mathematics, which 
turned to physics, and finally to biology 
in the middle of my college years. The 
rationale then was that physics was 
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science in which theories can predict 
experimental results, whereas biology 
was still largely descriptive and it 
seemed likely that many profound 
principles were yet to be discovered.
Do you have a favourite paper? 
I have many favourite papers, but the 
one that comes immediately to mind is 
the 1971 Konopka and Benzer paper 
on isolating clock mutants in fruit flies 
(Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 68, 2112–2116). 
It was an incredibly daring assumption 
that mutations in single genes would 
cause such specific phenotypes 
as disrupting the circadian rhythm, 
without affecting other functions of the 
nervous system or the well-being of the 
animals. Konopka and Benzer not only 
identified a mutation that disrupted 
the circadian rhythm altogether, but 
also a second mutation that sped up 
the clock, and a third mutation that 
slowed down the clock — and all three 
mutations mapped to the same genetic 
locus! This paper initiated the study 
of molecular mechanisms of circadian 
rhythms. Together with an earlier 
paper on isolating mutants that affect 
phototaxis, it launched the whole field 
of neurogenetics — the use of single 
gene mutations to dissect complex 
processes such as nervous system 
development, function and behaviour.
Supposedly, Konopka identified his 
first clock mutant in the first tray of 
mutagenized flies he screened. Later 
on, Joseph Takahashi identified the 
first clock mutant in mice within the 
first 25 mice screened. So there is this 
legendary ‘Konopka Rule’ — the most 
interesting mutant would show up in 
the first batch of mutagenized animals 
screened. We are still waiting to see 
the realization of the Konopka Rule in 
genetic screens carried out in my lab...
Do you have a scientific hero? 
Seymour Benzer is a scientific hero 
of mine, one I knew personally well. 
Benzer had been actively pursuing 
interesting biology until he passed 
away last November at the age of 86.  
His scientific adventure story is well 
known through the Pulitzer-winning 
author Jonathan Weiner’s book 
“Time, Love and Memory”, as well 
as an extensive interview which is 
on-line at http://oralhistories.library.
caltech.edu/27/. For me, Benzer was 
outstanding as an original thinker, a 
truly dedicated and a pure scientist; 
he was also my scientific grandpa (counting from my postdoc advisor) 
or great-grandpa (counting from my 
graduate advisor). 
I participated in a symposium in 
honour of Benzer when he received 
a big prize in Japan in 2000. Several 
of his former postdocs gave 
‘retrospective’ talks, commenting on 
how working with Benzer had shaped 
their scientific careers. When it was 
Seymour’s turn, he gave his talk, at 
the age of 78, as if he were a starting 
assistant professor, laying down 
long- term plans and advertising  
for postdoc positions!
What is the best advice you’ve 
been given? I cannot remember who 
gave me this career advice, but I have 
followed it and it has served me well: if 
you focus on doing good science, then 
everything else will take care of itself. 
I give this advice to starting graduate 
students or undergraduate students 
who are considering a career in 
academic science; in my view, many of 
them worry too much, too early about 
jobs, grants, and such like.
Do you have a favourite conference? 
I have been to many memorable ones 
and they usually share a common 
feature: they are in nice places with 
nice scenery. Attending a conference is 
more than listening to a set of talks: the 
post-talk discussions, peaceful walks 
where you can think about problems, 
and so on are just as important — and 
these things can be greatly enhanced 
by beautiful scenery. 
What do you think about the 
electronic revolution in publishing? 
Overall it is a great thing to be able to 
access almost the entire biomedical 
literature at a computer terminal. This 
certainly will speed up discovery, 
and foster equal access for the entire 
research community after solving 
the open access issue in a fair way. 
I would like to mention two negatives, 
however. First, for me personally at 
least, browsing a hard copy journal 
is still easier than looking through 
the electronic table of contents on a 
computer screen, and deciding which 
articles are worth a further click. 
Sometimes one can learn unexpected 
things from browsing through papers 
that are seemingly unrelated to one’s 
own research. So I still try to go to the 
library to browse through hard copy 
journals, before they stop subscribing 
to them (hopefully they won’t). Second, because of the ease of publishing 
supplementary materials online, editors 
and reviewers often make unreasonable 
demands for data that go far beyond a 
publication unit, compared to what was 
expected in the pre-revolution era.
Is teaching a hindrance or a help  
in research? A help, in my case. I am 
in a biology department and I have 
done my share of undergraduate 
teaching. To be sure, teaching takes 
a lot of time, but it has improved 
my presentation skills, and helped 
me to place our own research in a 
broader perspective. More importantly, 
learning from teaching can benefit 
research directly. For example, a major 
focus of our lab now is to study the 
organization and development of the 
olfactory circuit. This all started when 
I gave lectures on the pioneering 
work of Richard Axel and Linda Buck, 
on the glomerular map created by 
convergent projections of axons of 
olfactory sensory neurons that express 
a common receptor. Very little was 
known about how the brain extracts 
information from such a glomerular 
map. When we developed the MARCM 
method that allowed us to label 
individual neurons systematically, 
I saw an opportunity to contribute 
to this fascinating problem. I also 
use teaching to learn new subjects. 
I started a course called “Exploring 
Neural Circuits” a few years ago, to get 
myself familiarized with key primary 
literature on this subject that I did not 
know before. I received a comment 
from an insightful student after the 
first year: “The course was fascinating, 
but there seems to be a disconnect 
between the content of the course and 
the expertise of the professor!” 
What is your greatest ambition in 
research? I hope that during my life 
time there will be major breakthroughs 
in our understanding of the brain: from 
how the brain is organized at the level 
of neural circuits, to how information 
is processed in these circuits, and 
how complex circuits are built during 
development. Although much of what 
we do daily is quite far from these 
big goals, we hope our efforts will 
eventually contribute to solving some 
of these puzzles. 
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